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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to the great leaders of HBCUs throughout history. A few of the giants I was fortunate to know and interact
               with personally were Dr. Johnetta B. Cole (Spelman College), Dr. Norman C. Francis (Xavier University), Dr. Luther H. Foster
               (Tuskegee University), Dr. Arthur D. Gray (Talladega College), Dr. Martin D. Jenkins (Morgan State University), and Dr. Benjamin
               E. Mays (Morehouse College). These individuals and others were educators, humanitarians, ministers, civil rights activists,
               businessmen and -women, and philanthropists who took courageous stands for desegregation and the rights of African Americans.
               I marvel at how diligently they worked toward excellence without compromising their principles.
            

            I salute them with this dedication. These individuals helped establish the firm foundation and strong legacy of the HBCU community.
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            Introduction
The Inheritance

         
         After more than fifty years of experience working in leadership at historically Black colleges and universities (HCBUs), I
            have learned a great many things about what makes our institutions so incredible and unique. Our schools are not only homes
            for education, but they are an inheritance of our people. I consider historically Black colleges and universities to be the
            birthright of Black people everywhere. While HBCUs offer exceptional education to people from all walks of life, they are
            the homes of our nation’s Black history. It is impossible to tell the story of American history without including the history
            of historically Black colleges and universities. It is likewise impossible to understate how powerful these schools are, and
            what they mean for our culture, and our future. My belief in this fact is what has driven me to work diligently and earnestly
            over four decades at Hampton University. I can only pray that my work honors the legacy of this prestigious institution that
            we affectionately call our “Home by the Sea.”
         

         
         Attending an HBCU is like learning that your long-lost ancestor has passed on and left you a huge inheritance. Then you learn that your uncle is Frederick Douglass. Or Booker T. Washington. Or W. E. B. Du Bois. Or that your aunt is Toni Morrison, or Barbara Jordan, or Katherine Johnson. These are only a handful of names to be cited among a panoply of great figures in our history who were shaped and trained at historically Black institutions. 

         
         HBCUs were founded to meet an important need. There were generations of Blacks denied an education during slavery. These individuals
            did not have an opportunity to receive any formal learning, much less the privilege of attending an HBCU. When HBCUs were
            founded in the 1800s, former slaves were some of their biggest supporters because they understood the importance of an education.
            One such supporter was abolitionist Frederick Douglass, who taught himself to read and write.
         

         
         Known for his writings and oratory skills, Douglass traveled the country and the world as an abolitionist, advocating for
            the freedom of slaves. After the Civil War, which led to the slaves being freed, Douglass continued to speak about the future
            of the freed slaves. Some of these speeches were given on the campuses of HBCUs, including Hampton University. On his visit
            to Hampton, Douglass wrote:
         

         
         
            This school is too vast, too multiform, too cosmian, to be grasped in a single hour. I have seen London, I have seen Edinburgh, I have seen Venice, I have seen the Coliseum, I have seen the British Museum, but I should not have seen the world if I had not seen Hampton Institute. I have seen more today of what touches my feelings, more of prophecy of what is to be, more of contrast with what has been, than I have ever seen before. . . . I feel profound pleasure, my young friends, in looking upon this glorious view, looking up to this beaming sky, and thinking of the benevolent kindness; the disinterested, lofty, religious sentiment, out of which these buildings have sprung; out of which Huntington Hall has sprung, and all these work shops for your training in useful arts—the joiner shop, the shops for the workers of wood, the workers of leather, the printing office—I can’t talk, I can only say I am glad-glad-glad deep in my heart, with what I see. 

            Frederick Douglass [January 1884]

            (Feb. 1884, Southern Workman, Vol. 13:14)
            

         

         The world does not always recognize the legacy of our schools in their fullness, but I can say confidently that our institutions
            are havens for Black excellence, innovation, and success. They are the foundation of our advancement as Black people both
            here in the United States and all over the world. So, when a young Black student steps foot on our campuses and brings their
            talent and curiosity to the hallowed grounds and classrooms, this is what I like to think of as a homecoming. Our students
            come home to the physical and ideological birthplaces of Black culture and thought in America.
         

         
         The greatest contribution that I believe HBCUs offer to their students, and to all who benefit from our influences both directly and indirectly, is a chance to study, learn, and interact based on merit and humanity, and not on the basis of race. Race is a constant qualifier in our world, and it touches nearly every aspect of our lives explicitly or implicitly. Racial categorization is not something that we as Black people constructed for ourselves—race is a construct of control, imperialism, and oppression. Through hard-won battles for sovereignty and self-actualization, we have developed our own identities, and established institutions that serve and cater to who we are. So, in our institutions, blackness is not a thing to hide or be ashamed of. Blackness is not a shackle, and it is not a marker of inferiority. Blackness is not an obstacle to education, or to success, inherently. HBCUs offer the opportunity for their students to transcend the racial barriers of the outside world, and to be better equipped to handle them when they graduate. Scholars can explore who they are outside of the paradigm of what blackness ought to be and whom it ought to serve. To be free enough to seek out one’s own interests, and to fully pursue them with support, encouragement, and ample resources in hand, is a privilege. There is nowhere on the lands of this nation where that privilege for Black people is more protected and cherished than at historically Black universities. The heritage of our schools is one of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for all people. This is why our schools were built, and this is why they continue to provide and perform despite great adversity throughout time. 

         
         Freedom from the burden of racial judgements makes for better, more authentic learning. A robust education is the foundation for a long and successful career. What today we call “Black excellence” was born at the Black college. Some might think it presumptuous of me to say so, but I don’t believe it is. For what would our world look like today if W. E. B. Du Bois had not received his education at Fisk University? Or if Booker T. Washington, one of the most influential African Americans during his time, had not left Hampton Institute and founded Tuskegee Institute? Or if the great Ida B. Wells had not earned her schooling from Rust College and Fisk? Would the NAACP, a seminal organization for the rights of all people, especially colored people, have been so successful and influential in our nation? What would our world look like without the vast literary contributions of writers like Langston Hughes, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Alice Walker, and Nikki Giovanni? What would be the state of our nation’s legal and political systems without the efforts of trailblazers like Thurgood Marshall, Ella Baker, Anna Julia Cooper, and John C. Lewis? Our sitting vice president, Kamala Harris, is a graduate of Howard University, and it brings me immense pride to know that the first-ever Black person to hold such a position is the product of a historically Black university. 

         
         It is true that HBCUs make up only 3 percent of the nation’s schools but educate nearly 20 percent of Black graduates. HBCUs
            produce 25 percent of all African American STEM graduates, and the majority of Black teachers, physicians, and lawyers earn
            their undergraduate degrees from HBCUs. Punching above their weight, our institutions achieve all of this while serving individuals
            from all income levels, including the most statistically marginalized demographic in this country—poor African Americans.
         

         
         HBCUs offer Black students experiences that they may never have been offered before, in a way that they have likely never witnessed before. They offer rich history, and a documented precedent of Black excellence that inspires and enables students to work confidently in pursuit of their dreams. They offer lifelong community, which allows for exchange of ideas, knowledge, and understanding, as well as support for students who otherwise would be overlooked or underestimated in other settings. They offer values, which act as guiding tools for graduates as they navigate the working world with an unapologetically Black-affirming perspective. Finally, they offer a sense of safety, which is impossible to understate when we think of how hostility and incivility can undermine a person’s self-worth and education. 

         
         The inheritances of HBCUs are for everyone, and the lessons one learns at these schools can be translated and reproduced in
            all types of circumstances and communities. There is no universal way to be a Black person, or a Black graduate, and so while
            I believe that most every Black student could find value in an HBCU experience, each person has the right to choose the best
            educational opportunities for him- or herself. I only hope that when Black students graduate from their university of choice,
            they are equipped with the tools and confidence they need to take on the world and charge toward their goals. Topics tackled
            in this book, like character, work ethic, vision, and service, are universal concepts that can be learned anywhere. However,
            what I know about these lessons from the lens of an HBCU alumnus and leader is what I hope can be a worthy offering to those
            seeking a proud and race-conscious take on the rules of success.
         

         
         What we know about HBCUs, beyond the magic that they create within their walls and campuses, is that they are homes for visionaries, missionaries, and trailblazers. Ideas birthed on HBCU campuses inevitably encounter the rest of the nation, and sometimes the globe, be it through education, innovation, or activism. Like seeds traveling to new worlds and planted by brave hands into new lands, the wisdom and inheritance of historically Black colleges and universities continue to propagate and bear fruit. I hope that you find some harvest in the pages of this book, and that you take part in the inheritance of our people from this day forward. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Good Character

         
         
            Spiritual Tools for a Material World

            My spirituality is important to me, and I often come back to biblical lessons whenever I need guidance or a little inspiration.
               In my opinion, cultivating good character is more about a person’s spiritual outlook than their physical or material conditions.
               We all know lots of people who have great attitudes and reputations but few means and resources. Likewise, it’s easy to name
               people and institutions with immense wealth and no moral fiber whatsoever. You can’t smell or taste a person’s character,
               but you can sure see, hear, and feel it. This is because these seemingly intangible aspects of a person’s being are manifested
               in the way they live their lives.
            

            
            When I think of character, my mind immediately goes to the traits of honesty, integrity, trustworthiness, respect for oneself and others, and responsible personal behavior. Having good character is important, no matter your age, stage in life, race, sex, or socioeconomic status, or if you live in a rural or urban community. It is always timely and priceless, and it is essential to a life well lived. 

            
            Good character opens doors, breaks down walls, and is an investment in a better future. With good character and reputation,
               you can gain access to rooms and opportunities that you may not ever have anticipated. When hardship comes, or you are met
               with a closed door, or worse, a wall that seems impenetrable and impossible to breach, good character will give you the strength
               to break barriers and complete the work and tasks at hand with confidence and optimism. Finally, good character is like storing
               savings away for the future. What you cultivate today in character, you will reap later in success.
            

            
            I have learned so much about good character and personal growth through lessons in the good book, and I hope that no matter
               your religious or spiritual beliefs, you will also be able to glean some insight from the words I share in this chapter.
            

            
         
         
            “Character Produces Hope”

            Being good for goodness’s sake doesn’t seem to be in style these days. It may be a great motto for children awaiting Santa
               Claus, but a lot of people don’t see the point in acting morally unless something is in it for them. While I can’t say I understand
               this line of thinking, I do believe that just like anything else in life, what you put in is what you get out. That means
               that what we put into our character and the time spent investing in our personal development will always produce a reward.
               So, for those who need some incentives to keep striving toward a better self, I share this passage from Romans 5:3–5 in the
               New Testament:
            

            
            “Suffering produces endurance, endurance produces character, character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame. . . .”

            
            What I appreciate most in these short few phrases is the clearly defined origin and progress of character that leads to the
               fruit it produces. We may not always like it, but character is often built through hard times and struggle. The word suffering here may conjure up an unpleasant history, but I like to think of suffering in this context as the endurance of discomfort
               for a particular purpose. While discipline and training may be unpleasant, being able to navigate through trying situations
               over time will help to build our character. This is because good character is cultivated. It can’t be purchased or cheaply
               manufactured. You won’t find it on the shelf at the supermarket or in your Amazon shopping cart. Good character is organic
               and homegrown, and it takes time to develop.
            

            
            Through the endurance of sometimes uncomfortable situations, your character will grow strong, like an athlete’s body that
               has been put through physical rigor for the purpose of developing strength. Endurance and perseverance are part of the proving
               process for developing good character. In the end, the “suffering” provides spiritual strength and fortitude. Good character
               is the muscle we use to make it through challenges and to find success in all endeavors.
            

            
            Hope is also cited in this verse, and I always find this to be a truly refreshing insight on the power and utility of good character. Hope can be a hard thing to nail down, and it sometimes seems impossible to attain. We can easily look around at all the trouble, war, injustice, and hardship in the world and become discouraged or defeated. It’s hard to imagine that working to build a strong sense of character would have anything to do with hope. Yet, I have come to understand this to be true! Developing the tools and strengthening the skills we need to be ready for trials does indeed make us more hopeful. I think this is because when we are prepared for the challenge, we can be more optimistic about the outcome. When we are confident in our ability to withstand and endure difficulty, our resolve is reinforced by the strength of our character, and we are more capable in our efforts than if we were unprepared. Hope is a powerful product of character, and a much-needed resource in our world. Furthermore, as stated in this verse, hope does not disappoint us, or put us to shame. Hope provides dignity in difficult situations, and optimism inspires pride in one’s ability to succeed. As a final product in the equation of endurance and character, hope offers us a chance to be successful and proud, in any and all circumstances. 

            
         
         
            The Elements of Good Character: Truth, Honesty, Integrity, Loyalty, Trust, and Justice

            Especially when we consider the challenges that Black communities face in this country, and around the world, it is clear to me that more positive influences and character-building experiences are necessary. Systemic violence, disenfranchisement, discrimination, and injustice compounded over centuries are bound to have a negative influence on a people. These negative influences are often internalized in vulnerable communities, and this produces poor character in too many of our young people. How can we counteract this phenomenon, and restore values of righteousness, honesty, humility, and pride? I believe it starts with working to restore good character to its rightful guiding position in the Black community. 

            
            The forces that maintain injustice and cement a sense of disempowerment for our people ought to be challenged, and, as the
               good Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”
            

            
            Change may take some time to come, but it does happen! Furthermore, it doesn’t happen while we are waiting for someone else to see the dignity, purpose, and power within us! We ought to hold ourselves to our own high standards, regardless of what may be expected of us from the powers that be.
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